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THE  LAND  QUESTION. 

The  Czech  lands,  wiih  Slovakia,  are  a  country  of  great 
contrasts:  there  are  large  estates  on  one  hand  and  very 
small  owners  on  the  other.  Those  who  would  penetrate  the  poli- 
tical psychology  of  the  population  of  this  republic  and  appreciate 
in  the  right  manner  the  coming  land  reform,  must  acquaint  them- 
selves with  the  land  problem  in  all  its  aspects.  Besides  an  econo- 
mical moment  there  is  a  strong  nahonal  and  social  element  in  it. 

What  is  the  present  atate  of  affairs? 

Bohemia  measures  5,194.869  hectares  and  had  in  1910  6,769.548 
inhabitants.  There  were  however  only  868.402  landed  possessions 
—  21,589  of  which  belonged  to  different  corporations. 

Moravia  measures  2,221.997  hectares  and  had  in  1910  2,622.271 
inhabitants  with  542.282  landed  possessions.  Silesia  measures 
514.677  hectares  and  in  1910  had  756.949  inhabitants.  It  had  72.876 
landed  possessions. 

We  cannot  give  any  statistics  about  Slovakia,  its  frontiers 
and  the  number  of  inhabitants  not  yet  being  fixed.  As  will  be 
seen  from  future  statistics  the  land  situation  in  Slovakia  is  worse 
than  in  Bohemia. 

Even  if  we  do  not  identify  the  number  of  landed  possessions 
with  the  number  of  owners,  it  is  established  by  the  figures  quoted 
above  that  only  a  small  fraction  of  the  population  possesses  land 
of  its  own  and  that  only  a  minority  has  arable  land  (in  Bohemia 
306.003  in  Moravia  275.307  and  in  Silesia  25.765.)  *) 

And  in  this  small  fraction  of  the  population  which  holds  land 
the  conditions  are  such  that  in  Bohemia,  taking  all  cases  of 
land  possession,  43°/o  consist  of  half  a  hectare  each  at  the  most;  in 
Moravia  there  is  50°/o  and  in  Silesia  35%  of  these  small  holdings. 

Tables  I.— III.  show  the  situation  in  all  its  details.  The  legal 
form  of  the  exploitation  of  land  in  the  Czech  lands  is  shown  in 
table  No.  IV.  —  the  proportion  of  agricultural  entreprises  with 
land  of  their  own,  and  on  lease,  with  land  held  on  lease  only, 
and  with  land  held  on  another  legal  title,  for  instance,  allowance 
land,  land  rented  for  part  of  its  produce  etc. 

*)  These  data  are  taken  from  the  official  census  on  the  first  of  Dec- 
1896,  There  are  no  more  recent  ones  available. 


Large  estates  in  ttie  Czectioslovakian  republic  are  —  as  in 
other  countries  —  largely  afforested.  Table  No.  V.  stiows  ttie 
distribution  of  large  estates  according  to  ttie  cultivation  and 
taxes  paid.  It  will  give  an  approximate  idea  of  ttie  size  of  the 
holdings  in  the  different  lands  of  the  republic. 

What  are  the  reasons  for  such  an  irregular  land  distribution? 
Many  of  them  are  known  from  the  history  of  all  European  peoples: 
the  preponderance  of  the  chiefs,  unequal  right  of  succession,  the 
influence  of  the  rulers  and  the  Church.  Already  in  the  XII.  centu- 
ry the  greater  part  of  the  Czech  lands  is  reported  as  being 
concentrated  in  large  estates.  In  the  XIII.  and  XIV.  century 
the  property  of  the  Church  was  largest;  in  the  XV.  century  the 
majority  of  large  estates  belonged  to  noblemen,  and  in  the  XVI. 
and  XVII.  century  these  possessions  were  consolidated  by  an 
assumed  hereditary  right  in  the  hands  of  certain  mighty  families. 

But  the  large  estates  of  the  present  time  date  from  the  crushing 
defeat  of  the  Czech  noblemen  on  the  White  Mountain.  The  liabs- 
burg  victors  expelled  the  flower  of  the  Czech  nobility  and  con- 
fiscated or  sold  the  possessions  of  the  rebels  at  a  ridiculously 
low  price  to  their  helpers  who  were  generally  strangers.  The 
names:  Liechtenstein,  Waldstein,  Dietrichstein,  Buquoy,  Marradas, 
liuerta  etc.  show  their  origin. 

Ernest  Denis  in  his  excellent  book  »Bohemia  after  the  White 
Mountain«  describes  in  lapidary  style  this  reform  of  the  Czech 
land  by  the  Habsburgs.  Hardly  a  quarter  of  the  land  remained 
in  the  hands  of  its  owners.  The  seats  of  the  Czech  nobility  having 
been  plundered  one  finds  to-day  very  few  remains  of  the  epoch 
before  the  White  Mountain,  After  this  event  the  majority  of  the 
nobility  consisted  of  strangers.  In  so  far  as  they  were  not  German, 
they  became  German  in  a  short  time.  They  never  liked  the  Czech 
people.  The  small  remnant  of  the  Czech  nobility  (Catholic)  stood 
under  the  influence  of  the  mighty  foreign  nobility,  became  e- 
stranged  from  its  own  nation  so  that  in  the  modern  Czech  policy 
it  played  an  insignificant  part,  and  its  behaviour  in  the  great 
struggle  for  liberty  of  our  days  was  either  passive,  or  expressly 
helpful  to  the  enemies  of  the  Czechoslovak  people. 

This  is  one  national  aspect  of  the  land  question  in  Bohemia. 
Another  is  connected  with  the  social  influences  which  the 
possession  of  large  estates  exercises.  As  it  is  well  known, 
large  estates  depopulate  the  countries  in  which  they  prevail.  This 
was  the  case  in  the  Czech  lands.  Who  in  Europe  or  America 
does  not  know  emigrants  from  Slovakia?  This  country  suffered 
most  from  the  unjust  land  distribution  and  by  the  ruthless  violence 
of  the  Magyars,  The  large  Magyar  estates  prevented  the  Slovaks 


from  earning  iheir  living  in  their  native  country.  Ttie  Magyar 
government  would  not  give  ttiem  spiritual  food:  no  Slovakian 
schools,  not  even  private  ones  were  allowed  before  the  war  for 
nearly  3  million  industrious  and  intelligent  Slovaks  in  Hungary, 
The  largest  emigrant  district  in  Bohemia  was  the  »Kingdom  of 
Schwarzenberg«,  as  Southern  Bohemia  was  ironically  called  be- 
cause this  family  disposed  of  more  than  200.000  hectars  of  landed 
property.  Countries  in  which  large  estates  preponderate  force 
their  inhabitants  to  emigrate  temporarily  (season  workers)  or 
permanently  into  foreign  countries,  where  they  alienate  themselves 
and  adopt  a  new  nationality  voluntarily  or  under  compulsion. 
Southern  Bohemia  sent  thousands  of  its  inhabitants  to  Habsburg 
Vienna  and  to  northern,  Germanised  Bohemia,  where  they  were 
alienated  from  their  own  people  under  Ihe  power  of  German 
capital  and  with  the  help  of  political  privileges  by  means  of  which 
the  German  character  in  ancient  Austria  was  upheld.  The  census 
in  Austria  did  not  show  the  true  position  and  number  of  these 
»minorities«.  In  order  to  hide  the  Czech  origin  of  people  who  in 
spite  of  their  using  the  German  language  were  good  Czechs 
the  census  was  taken  according  to  their  usual  language  of  inter- 
course, ignoring  their  nationality.  Besides,  the  procedure  was  en- 
tirely under  the  influence  of  German  employers,  German  proprie- 
tors, German  state  and  municipal  offices.  After  the  coup  d'etat 
of  October  28th  1918  the  Czech  element  in  these  minorities  was 
liberated.  To  the  astonishment  not  only  of  Germans  but  very  often 
of  the  Czechs  themselves  many  thousands  of  workmen  in  the 
»mixed«  territories  of  Northern  Bohemia  which  Germans  would 
have  transformed  into  ,Deutschbohmen'  proclaimed  themselves 
Czechs.  This  emigration  of  Czech  inhabitants  from  Czech  and 
Slovakian  countries  to  Vienna,  Budapest,  and  to  the  germanized 
territories  of  Norlhen  Bohemia,  to  Westphalia  and  across  the 
sea  is  the  second  national  moment  of  the  land  question  in  Czecho- 
slovakia, and  at  the  present  time  is  even  more  painful  to  us  than 
the  first  one. 

The  social  consequences  of  the  distribution  of  the  land  among 
the  few  are  well  known.  Economists  will  remember  the  words  of 
Plinius  about  the  Roman  »Latifundia«.  German,  Magyar  and  the  re- 
mainder of  Czech  owners  of  large  estates  are  the  same  as  every- 
where. The  large  owner,  be  he  secular  or  ecclesiastical,  does 
not  like  to  sell  his  land.  On  the  contrary,  he  is  more  likely 
o  buy  more  in  order  to  round  up  his  estates.  In  Bohemia 
this  »rounding'-up«  of  estates  was  carried  on  unobtrusively.  It 
expelled  the  rural  inhabitants  to  the  towns  where  industry  suffered 
from  hypertrophy  and   became   more   dependent   on  the   foreign 


market.  On  the  ottier  liand  the  large  estates  increased  a  real 
»land-hunger«.  Small  lots  were  bought  even  before  the  war  at 
exaggerated  prices.  During  the  war  the  great  insufficiency  of  food, 
its  increased  prices,  coupled  with  low  wages  multiplied  the  price 
of  land.  »The  land-hunger«  became  a  psychosis  of  the  war.  Pro- 
bably it  will  cease  to  exist  in  a  few  years. 

But  apart  from  the  individual  striving  for  land  there  became 
manifest  in  the  whole  republic  an  irresistible  movement  aiming 
at  the  nationalization  of  the  land.  This  movement  is  considered 
as  a  necessary  one  not  only  among  the  landless  people  but 
even  among  landlords.  They  are  not  as  reluctant  to  divide  their 
great  estates  as  they  were  before  the  war.  People  abroad  who 
have  not  studied  this  question  may  perhaps  consider  the  law  of 
April  16th  1919  dealing  with  the  seizure  of  the  large  estates  as 
irrationnaly  radical.  Then,  however,  it  will  seem  incomprehensible 
to  them  that  it  was  passed  unanimously  by  the  National  As- 
sembly representing  all  Czech  political  parties. 

The  only  explication  is  this:  the  land  reform  is  so  self  evid- 
ently and  universally  the  program  of  the  whole  people,  that  there 
is  no  party  to  protest  against  it;  those  who  lose  their  proprietary 
privileges,  become  reconciled  to  it,  and  in  some  cases  are  wil- 
ling to  carry  it  out  befor  the  law  compels  them  to  do  so.  The 
land  reform  in  the  Czechoslovakian  Republic  is  a  premise  of 
social  reforms,  and  has  already  been  begun  on  a  fairly  large 
scale.  By  the  law  of  April  16th  1919  the  slate  seizes  land  belon- 
ging to  those  who  possess  150  hectares  of  arable  land  or  250 
hectares  of  any  kind  of  land  including  woods.  This  law  invests  the 
state  with  a  sort  of  trusteeship  over  the  seized  land;  in  time  it 
will  be  given  over  to  private  persons,  and  public  or  private  cor- 
porations claiming  their  share  and  paying  an  indemnity. 

The  operations  are  being  and  to  be  carried  out  by  the  nev/ly 
instituted  »Lsnd  Oftice«.  The  first  large  transactions  have  already 
started:  land  which  was  leased  in  small  allotments  a  certain 
number  of  years  ago  is  given  up  by  its  owners  who  are  indem- 
nified on  a  scale  fixed  either  by  agreement  or  a  iudgment  of  the 
courts.  In  this  way  many  thousands  of  the  most  needy  people 
will  become  owners  of  land.  The  land  reform  in  the  Czecho- 
slovakian republic  is  proceeding  in  a  quiet  manner,  being  sup- 
ported by  the  opinion  of  the  whole  people,  which  secures  its 
success. 
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